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Expectations, Impressions, and Judgments
of Physically Attractive Students: A Review

Vicki Ritts
Miles L. Patterson
Mark E. Tubbs
University of Missouri—St. Louis

This article examines the effect of students’ physical attractiveness on a variety of
judgments made in educational settings. This review discusses the following issues: (a)
methodology for studying physical attractiveness in the classroom; (b) teacher judg-
ments, expectations, and impressions of physically attractive students; and (c) the
influence of moderator variables such as gender, race, conduct, and physical attractive-
ness effects. A descriptive and a meta-analytic review of the research indicated that
physically attractive students are judged usually more favorably by teachers in a
number of dimensions including intelligence, academic potential, grades, and various
social skills. The potential influence of moderator variables—such as, student gender,
race, and past performance on the physical attractiveness bias—is also examined.
Finally, the possible mechanisms responsible for the attractiveness effect and the
limitations of this research are discussed.

In American society, there are advantages to being physically attractive. Dion,
Berscheid, and Walster (1972) describe this phenomenon as “What is beautiful is
good” (p. 285). Over the last 15 years, research has demonstrated the existence of a
variety of stereotypes about physically attractive individuals. Stereotypes have direct
implications for first impressions and for broader personal and social evaluations.
Physical attractiveness affects juror decisions (Sigall & Ostrove, 1975), helping
behavior (Benson, Karabenick, & Lerner, 1976), employment opportunities, and
job evaluations (Dipboye, Arvey, & Terpstra, 1977). Physical attractiveness is so
potent that it even affects the attitudes that parents hold about their own infants
(e.g., Ottinger & Berman, 1989; Stephan & Langlois, 1984). The old adage you can’t
judge a book by its cover may be good advice, but it is difficult to follow.

Physical attractiveness sends a powerful nonverbal message and contributes to the
creation of first impressions. The physical attractiveness bias is pervasive in many
aspects of American society, including the educational system. This article provides a
comprehensive review of teacher impressions, expectations, and judgments of physi-
cally attractive students.

Education provides, at least in theory, equal opportunities to all individuals. In
practice, however, differential expectations about students are typically present.
Many factors are capable of evoking initial expectations and impressions, including
not only physical attractiveness but also race, social class, gender, and behavior (see
Braun, 1976; Brophy, 1982; Brophy & Good, 1974; Dusek, 1985; Finn, 1972, for
general reviews of teacher expectancies). As far back as 1971, Elashoff and Snow
summarized the impact of a variety of factors on impression formation.
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having higher IQs when they were seen for only 15 seconds but not when they were
viewed for the extended duration. The authors stated that experiments in person
perception that use photographs or only brief exposure time lack external validity.

Other cues such as dynamic expressive style, body attractiveness, and attractive-

ness of dress contribute to forming impressions of overall attraction (Riggio, Wida-
man, Tucker, & Salinas, 1991). These cues are typically neglected in attractiveness
research. On the other hand, Zajonc (1980) claimed that clear affective reactions to
another person can develop in just a fraction of a second. Of course, it is possible that
both positions are correct. Thatis, judgments may be formed in a few seconds or less,
but, nevertheless, those judgments may well change when the target person is
presented for a sustained period of time.

The effects of physical attractiveness have been studied with respect to a wide
variety of judgments, including: (a) intelligence and academic potential, (b) grades
and achievements, (c) various social skills, and (d) miscellaneous attributions. To
facilitate the description and analysis of this research, Table 1 provides a summary of
the empirical studies. The table is organized in terms of the characteristics of the
students sampled, the gender and race of the teacher and subjects, and the judgments
and ratings compieted by the subjects.

Intelligence and Academic Potential Attributions

Clifford and Walster (1973) employed the cumulative folder technique in their
pioneering study of physical attractiveness and teacher expectancies. Folders were
distributed to 404 male and female elementary school teachers. Each folder con-
tained a photograph of an attractive or an unattractive child and an academic report
of a child. The content of the report was held constant, and each child was described
as a B student. Compared to unattractive children, physically attractive children
were: (a) rated as more intelligent, (b) believed to have higher academic potentials,
and (c) believed to have parents with a higher interest in education.

In another study, Thompkins and Boor (1980) failed to find significant differences

in teachers’ attributions of intelligence between physically attractive and unattractive
male students. The authors suggested that a possible reason for the discrepancy
between their findings and Clifford and Walster’s (1973) results was the design of the
questionnaires. Subjects in their study rated academic attributes and social attributes
on separate pages, whereas subjects in Clifford and Walster’s study did not.
Thompkins and Boor argued that rating attributes on separate pages prevented a
halo effect. Nevertheless, other research clearly shows that teachers expect physically
attractive students to be more intelligent and to attain a higher level of education than
less physically attractive students (e.g., Adams, 1978; Brophy & Evertson, 1981;
Clifford, 1975; Clifton & Baksh, 1978; DeMeis & Turner, 1978; Hore, 1971; Roland,
1977). For example, Adams interviewed teachers individually reading them a state-
ment about a child and showing them a photograph and asking them to indicate how
they felt the child would most likely do in the classroom. Other research (e.g.,
Clifford, 1975) used methodology similar to Clifford and Walster’s.

Although the physical attractiveness effect seems fairly robust, it may, in fact, be
affected by the range of attractiveness sampled by researchers. Most studies employ a
simple contrast between high and low attractiveness, but a few studies have included
moderate attractiveness. For example, DeMeis and Turner (1978) found that moder-
ately attractive male students were expected to have higher academic performances
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and higher academic potentials than either high or low physically attractive male
students. Nevertheless, consistent with the majority of research, highly physically
attracti\fe students were expected to have higher academic performances and higher
academic potentials than low physically attractive students. Adams and LaVoie
(1974) also found that teachers expected moderately attractive male and female
students to have better work habits than either high or low physically attractive
students. Thus, although highly physically attractive students fared better than
unattractive students on judgments of intelligence and academic potential, moder-

ately aFtractive students (in two studies) were judged more favorably than both highly
attractive and unattractive students.

Grades and Achievement

In stgdies conducted across all educational levels with elementary students (Salvia
Algozzine, & Sheare, 1977; Zahr, 1985), high school students (Felson, 1980) anci
college females (Singer, 1964), physically attractive students usually rec:aived higher
grades and/or higher achievement scores on standardized tests than unattractive
stpdents. 'There were a few exceptions to this pattern. For example, Clifford (1975)
falled to find a significant relationship between attractiveness and grades for students
in gr‘ades 2-6. It should be noted that, in the Clifford study, teachers showed
cogsxderabk.a di.s'agr.eelpent in rating the students’ physical attractiveness. Thus, the
;(:s ;ce;i r:telflﬁlli;::;sm judging the attractiveness of students might account for the

.In a college student sample, Sparacino and Hansell (1979) failed to find a relation-
ship bem.'een attractiveness and grades. The authors suggested that college students
gnrolled in larg_e introductory lecture classes, with relatively little contact with their
instructors, might have provided an overly conservative test of possible biasing
effects. Nevertheless, Singer (1964) did find a significant positive correlation between
GPA aqd attractiveness in a sample of college females enrolled in a large class. Of
course, if p%lysically attractive individuals are treated differently and do obtain be.tter
grades earlier in elementary and high school, the effect would be likely to continue
into college in spite of large class size and lack of contact with the instructor.

Social Skills

Teachers’ ev'aluative judgments about personality and social skills are also influ-
enced by physical attractiveness. Studies of both preschool and elementary school
studer}ts found that attractive students were rated (a) more friendly, (b) more
attentive, (c) more popular, and (d) more outgoing (e.g., Adams & C(;hen, 1974,

1976, Clifford & Walster, 1973; Clifton & Baksh, 1978; ; i
Boor 1950, , ; Stohl, 1981, Thqmpkms &

Other Judgments

Teachers also make a variety of other judgments about students (e.g., special
rfﬁ,ferrals, conduct) in addition to those on academic matters and social skxll; dimen-
sions. I?hysical attractiveness may also play a role in these judgments

Speqal referrals. Students who do not meet academic expectations fo£ a particular
educ_atlon le_vel are often recommended for special services. In theory, placement for
special services is usually due to language deficits, learning disabil,ities behavior
problems, or low test scores. In practice, physical attractiveness may pla,y a role in
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referrals. In a study by Ross and Salvia (1975), 76 teachers viewed facial photographs
of 120 third-grade children rated as attractive or unattractive. A fictious psychologi-
cal report presented evidence of below average intellectual functioning and no
significant behavioral problems. Teachers were more willing to recommend place-
ment for an unattractive than an attractive child. Ross and Salvia concluded that the
attractive child was given the benefit of the doubt in proving his or her academic
ability.

In a similar study, the opposite pattern was found—attractive students were more
frequently recommended for placement (Barocas & Black, 1974). Barocas and Black
suggested that physical attractiveness created additional opportunities for those
individuals, and thus it was the attractive individuals who received help. It is interest-
ing that, although these two studies reported directly opposing patterns of recom-
mendations, both were viewed as reflecting a positive bias for the physically attractive
students. '

Conduct. In addition to teaching and performance review, teachers are also
responsible for disciplinary action. In two experiments (Dion, 1970, 1972), teachers
were given fictitious reports about elementary school students’ transgressions. A
photograph of an attractive or unattractive student was attached to the report. Each
teacher was instructed to read the report, evaluate the seriousness of the disturbance,
and give general impressions of the student. When the reported transgression was
mild, the physical attractiveness of the students did not affect the reaction of the
teacher. When the disturbance was severe, however, the teacher assumed that the
unattractive boys and girls were chronically antisocial in their everyday behavior. In
contrast, this assumption was not made for attractive students who committed the
serious misconduct. In this case, it was assumed that the attractive students were
having a bad day.

Adams and LaVoie (1974) had teachers in grades 1-6 review a student progress
report containing a photograph of a highly attractive, moderately attractive, or an
unattractive student and a conduct report. Compared to students with good conduct
ratings, students with poor conduct ratings were perceived as having (a) parents who
were less interested in education, (b) fewer peer relationships, (c) lower academic
potentials, and (d) poorer work habits. The results indicated that predictions on all
measures were significantly influenced by conduct, but physical attractiveness ex-
erted little influence. Thus, conduct may exert a stronger bias on teacher expectations
than physical attractiveness (e.g., LaVoie & Adams, 1972, 1974).

Miscellaneous attributions. The effect of physical attractiveness on teachers’ judg-
ments even extends beyond the students themselves. In two studies, teachers judged
that the parents of highly attractive children (a) care more about education, (b) set
high education goals for the child, (c) push for excellence in academics, and (d)
expect their children to excel (Clifford, 1975; Clifton & Baksh, 1978). To the extent
that teachers do interact with parents about their children’s academic records, these
more pervasive positive expectancies may also facilitate more favorable outcomes for
the attractive children.

Meta-Analysis

A meta-analysis of the reviewed studies was conducted in an attempt to arrive at a
quantitative assessment of the effects described so far.! Thus, the meta-analysis
complements this descriptive review.
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The meta-analysis was accomplished in two steps. First, in the studies with the
appro;?riate summary statistics, the overall effect size was calculated for physical
attractiveness and for the dependent measures including intelligence, future aca-
demic potential, grades, social skills, special referrals, and conduct. Because there
were relatively few studies involved, the dependent measures were grouped into two
categon’es. Intelligence, future academic potential, and grades constituted the aca-
demics category, whereas social skills constituted the second category.

The mean and the variance of the effect size estimates were calculated for each of
the dependent measures. Next, the expected variance due to sampling error was
subtracted from the observed variance, using the procedure outlined by Hunter,
Schmidt, and Jackson (1982). Cohen’s (1977) guidelines regarding size of effects
were used in interpreting the results of this study. Specifically, Cohen refers to a d
v'alue of .20 as a small effect size, .50 as a medium effect size, and .80 as a large effect
size.

A total of 17 studies reported the appropriate statistics necessary for examining an
overall effect size. The d was .41, approaching a medium effect size. The effect size
was, however, inconsistent across studies, suggesting that moderator variables (e.g.
gender, age, race) might be affecting the variation. ’

The specific relationship between student attractiveness and teacher judgments for
academic measures (e.g., _intelligence, future academic potential, grades) was as-
sessed_in.12 studies. The d was .36, approaching a medium effect size. The results
were similar to Dusek and J oseph’s (1985) meta-analysis of physical attractiveness
and academic expectations (d = .30). The relationship between student attractive-
ness and social skills was assessed in four studies. The d was .48, indicating a medium
effect size.

' In summary, the meta-analysis of the studies that provided the appropriate statis-
tics approached a moderate effect size of physical attractiveness on teacher judg-
ments. Furthermore, the effect of physical attractiveness on social skills judgments

may haye_been somewhat greater than the effect of physical attractiveness on
academic judgments.

Moderator Influences

Although the effect of physical attractiveness on teacher judgments is a robust one
ot'her factors may moderate that influence. Gender is one factor that may interacé
with attractiveness to affect teacher judgments. Compared to females, males are
called on more frequently and given more attention (e.g., Hall & Sandler, 1984;
Sadtl:er iL Sadker,f 1984). Girls, however, tend to be favored by their tea’lchers:
perhaps because of the stereotype of the quiet a i
B e o yp q nd passive female (Worrgll, Worrall,
_ The evidence of the interaction of physical attractiveness and gender on teacher
judgments of intelligence, academic potential, and academic performance is mixed.
Kehle, B.ramble, and Mason (1974) gave teachers photographs of attractive or
unattractive elementary school students and had the teachers rate the essay perfor-
mance and personality characteristics of the students. Teachers held higher expecta-
tions for atFractive, White females than they did for the attractive, White males.
Other studies also found that the physical attractiveness effect was stronger for
females than for males (e.g., Adams, 1978; Hore, 1971). Rich (1975) reported
however, that attractive boys were rated as more intelligent than either unattractivé
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boys or attractive girls. Unattractive girls were judged as second most intelligent,
ahead of unattractive boys and attractive girls. Because the subjects in Rich’s study
were female teachers, in contrast to both male and female teachers in other studies
(e.g., Hore, 1971; Kehle, Bramble, & Mason, 1974), subject gender might partially
account for Rich’s findings. It should be noted, however, that the teachers in the
Adams (1978) study were also only females.

Other studies on physical attractiveness and teacher expectancies have not found
significant gender differences in judgments between attractive and unattractive
students (e.g., Clifford & Walster, 1973; Clifton & Baksh, 1978; Felson, 1980; Salvia,
Algozzine, & Sheare, 1977). That is, the physically attractive student, regardless of
gender, was rated as more intelligent and higher in academic potential.

Race is another potent source of input into teachers’ impressions. The influence of
racial stereotypes in teacher expectancies was first suggested by Kenneth Clark in
1963. Later research found that teachers (a) rated Black students less favorably, (b)
treated Black students less favorably in the classroom, and (c) held lower academic
expectations for Black students than they did for White students (e.g., Cooper,
Baron, & Lowe, 1975; DeMeis & Turner, 1978; Rubovits & Maehr, 1973). Further-
more, in a study of the perception of facial beauty, Cross and Cross (1971) found that

Blacks were rated less positively than Whites by both Black and White raters.

Adams (1978) interviewed 112 Black and 128 White Head Start teachers with
regard to initial teacher expectancies based on physical attractiveness, gender, and
race. The results indicated that teachers believed physically attractive students were
more intelligent and were higher achievers. In addition to the physical attractiveness
effects, White students and girls were rated as more intelligent and as higher
achievers than were Black students and boys. The author concluded that, although
the attractiveness of an individual influenced the initial expectation of the preschool
teachers, race exerted the strongest influence. Kehle, Bramble, and Mason (1974)
had previously found similar effects for attractive, White females compared to Black
females and males.

In an investigation of the effects of race and attractiveness on judgments of males’
transgressions, attractiveness only affected judgments of the Black students (Marwit,
1982). Specifically, elementary school teachers judged the transgressions of attrac-
tive, Black males less severely than those of unattractive Black and White males.
Marwit’s reanalysis of data from an earlier study (Marwit, Marwit, & Walker, 1978)
revealed a similar effect for Black males.

In another study of race and attractiveness, DeMeis and Turner (1978) examined
teachers’ judgments of a sample of elementary school males. The interaction of race
and attractiveness indicated that moderately attractive Black and White males were
expected to have higher academic potentials and higher academic performances than
either high or low physically attractive students. Unfortunately, this is the only study
that included a moderate level of attractiveness in combination with race.

Another variable that has been studied in combination with attractiveness is the
student’s past performance (e.g., Morrow & McElroy, 1984). Teachers often form
expectations based on school records. Most information in school records is accurate
and likely to induce accurate teacher expectations (Brophy, 1982). Morrow and
MCcElroy assessed the impact of physical attractiveness, gender, and past perfor-
mance on teachers’ evaluations of students. Past performance accounted for the
greatest percentage of the variation in ratings. Males and females who had repeatedly
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performed well in the past were evaluated favorably. Attractive individuals who had
not performed well in the past were rated only slightly higher than unattractive
individuals with low past performances. The magnitude of the bias, however, was
quite small. The authors concluded that the effect of physical attractiveness was a
marginal one.

Discussion

The studies reviewed here clearly show that highly physically attractive students,
compared to their unattractive counterparts, are the beneficiaries of more favorable
judgments by teachers. This attractiveness effect is reflected in teachers’ more
positive expectancies of physically attractive students in terms of their intelligence,
academic potential, grades, and other attributes. The results of this meta-analysis
suggest that this effect is small to moderate in size, with a somewhat greater effect on
social skills judgments than on academic judgments. Although other student charac-
teristics such as gender, race, and past performance also affect teacher evaluations,
their role in moderating the attractiveness effect was not clear-cut in the studies
reviewed. Thus, there was no consistent pattern of interaction effects involving
attractiveness and these other variables. This is probably not surprising given the
relatively small number of studies that examined interaction effects and the consider-
able differences across studies in other factors, including the ages of the students
sampled and the dimensions on which students were judged.

Is the physical attractiveness effect simply a perceiver bias, or is there some reality
behind the more favorable judgments made of physically attractive students? Results
of studies on attractiveness and actual achievement show that, across grade levels,
more attractive students usually receive higher grades and higher scores on stan-
dardized achievement tests than do less attractive students (Felson, 1980; Salvia,
Algozzine, & Sheare, 1977; Singer, 1964; Zahr, 1985). It seems unlikely that such
differences are merely the result of grading biases by teachers, especially in the case
of standardized tests. Rather, it is more likely that a self-fulfilling prophecy initiated
by teachers can result in real performance improvement by attractive students.
Although Elashoff and Snow (1971) are critical of Rosenthal and J acobson’s (1968)
initial work on the self-fulfilling prophecy, they do recognize that teacher expectancy
“may affect pupil achievement especially if a strong teacher expectancy exists natu-
rally or if the induction is strong and a close simulation of natural conditions” (p. 61).

Even though teachers’ expectancies might influence academic performance, a self-
fulfilling prophecy effect might be initiated well before children enter school. For
example, parents’ attitudes toward their own infants are affected by the attractive-
ness of the child (Ottinger & Berman, 1989; Stephan & Langlois, 1984). Conse-
quently, such early positive expectancies for attractive preschool children may lead to
real differences in achievement that are already in place as children enter school and
are simply reinforced by teachers over time. In such a case, teachers’ expectancies
accurately predict student performance (Jussim, 1989).

If there are real differences in achievement that favor attractive children, regard-
less of their origin, related judgments of intelligence and academic potential that also
favor attractive children are not surprising. That is, if teachers correctly perceive
achievement differences as a function of attractiveness, then taking the next step and
making attributions of higher intelligence and greater academic potential are under-
standable. Of course, such attributions may also be self-fulfilling, if students are
affected by these expectancies and act in such a way as to accomplish them.
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The effects described here reflect the differences in teachers’ judgmer'lts of highly
attractive and unattractive students across a variety of studies. There is, however,
reason to question a simple linear relationship between a student’s'attractxveness ax?d
the favorability of teacher judgments. There were only three stud‘les (see Table 1) in
which moderate levels of attractiveness were used. Furthermore, in two of them, the
moderately attractive students received more favorable evalu:atlons than both_ the
unattractive and highly attractive students (Adams & LaVoie, 1974;'DeMe1s &
Turner, 1978). It may well be that moderately attractive stuc?ents‘are viewed more
positively than even highly attractive students, but more studies ‘Wll.l have to sample
moderate levels of attractiveness before this issue is resolved. This circumstance also
reflects a limitation in the external validity of the research because most stuflents fall
somewhere between the extremes of attractiveness. In addition, para:metnc studies
examining student gender, race, and age are necessary to determine how these
factors might interact with attractiveness. . '

In conclusion, although the consequences of students’ physical attractiveness are
clearly documented, the processes mediating these effects are not well understood.
Perhaps the most interesting question for future research is a developmen.tal one.
That is, when do attractiveness effects, both on actual achievement and on intellec-
tual and social judgments of others, begin to emerge and hov&{ do they change over
time? The pursuit of such a question should help to determine hovf/ much of t.he
attractiveness effect seen in academic settings is the result of self-fulfilling prophe.c1es
on the part of teachers and how much reflects a prgexisting rez.llity. In fact‘, J ussm'l’s
(1991) recent reflection-construction model of social perception and social reality
suggests that apparent expectancy effects are more likely to b.e the result of the

accurate prediction of reality than of self-fulfilling prophecy or biases. To tbe extent
that teachers are correct in their judgments, it is still important to determme‘ if the
attractiveness effect is the product of even earlier self-fulfilling expectancies by
parents and others or if attractiveness might, in some way, be innately related to
intellectual and social skills. The latter possibility should not be overlooked in
attempts to understand this important effect.

Note

'Because the majority of studies reviewed here involved only the manipulation of high versus
low levels of attractiveness, we employed the analysis designed for di.chotomou§ variables as
outlined by Hunter, Schmidt, and Jackson (1982). Thus, the three studies employing moderate
levels of attractiveness were not included in the meta-analysis.
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